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by Lt. Matthew Norris

Theflight lead’ sbrief covered the sight
picture, closure, and tanker-

related emergencies. | wasn't very
clear onthe details surrounding damaged AOA
or pitot-probe emergencies, but | felt comfort-
ablewith my ability to handle these unlikely
events. | wasmoreworried about getting in the
basket and staying there.

The departure out of Fallon and rendez-
vouswith the tanker went well. The lead got
hisplugsfirst to show mehow easy it was.
Then the other Hornet pilot went. Hejousted
with the basket alittle bit but not too badly.
Thenitwasmy turn. | missed afew times, and
thelead told me | needed to keep the closure
going. | wasthrottling back when | gotin close,
and the bow-wave was moving the basket all
over the place. After acouple moretries, |
made it into the basket. After afew more off-
target attempts, | completed my day plugs. |
thought everything went well.

Theflight then | eft the tanker for 15
minutes of night-comfort time. | was confident
| had the hang of it and wasready to go. We
rejoined the tanker and lead tanked first. The
other pilot followed with only minor difficulty,
returning to base whiletheflight lead stayed on
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the starboard wing of the tanker. Now it was
my turn. | finished my tanking (only alittle
colorfully).

On theway back, | checked my AOA on
theflight control system (FCS) page, and
everything seemed normal. We cameinfor a
night break. Thisiswherethe fun began.
Approaching the 180, thefamiliar “ deedle-
deedle” of the master-caution audio warning
system brought my attention to theright DDI,
which wasdisplaying an FCS caution. Immedi-
ately thejet became duggish. | quickly noticed
that, even though the E-bracket (which indi-
cates on-speed in the HUD) was showing me
fast, aircraft airspeed was decel erating through
123 knots, and the vel ocity vector wasflashing
dueto being HUD limited. | went to military
power and told my lead, whowasinthe
groove, to takeit around.

Wejoined north of thefield and contacted
base. We did an AOA check and determined
my right AOA probewasinaccurate. Even
though therewas a split between theleft and
right AOA indications, the split was not enough
for thejet to declare AOA invalid. Wewere
fast becoming fud critical. After deliberating
with base about going to gain override, we
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decided against it infavor of

flying afast approach. | touched

down at about 155 knots,

bounced acouple of times, and

cameto an uneventful stop. On

post-flight ingpection, it wasdis-

covered both the AOA and pitot

probesontheright sdewere

severely bent.
TheAOA system and

associated emergencieshad

definitely been agray areafor

meduring the brief. For aguy

tankingintheHornet for thefirst

time, the emergency procedures

for AOA probe damage should

have been crystal clear inmy R AMAE

mind. Thisincident reemphasi zed theimpor-

tance of doing agood on-speed AOA check

during thelanding checklist —abasic, yet

critical step for any carrier aviator. | caught the

discrepancy, but | easily could havelost control

of thejet. procedurefor AOA probe damagein detail.
| learned two valuable lessonsthat night. My second lesson wasjust asfundamental:

First, lways ORM the hop and prepareto When you have aquestionin the brief, be sure
minimizethe most likely risks. For me, this you get it answered. =i
should have entailed reading the NATOPS Lt. Norris flies with VEA-147.

October 2001 approach 5




